What is the relationship between the psychological characteristics of a consumer and his purchase behavior? In this paper the authors briefly review pertinent research and lay theoretical foundations for a model of consumer behavior based upon an individual's self-concept and the symbolic value of the goods he buys.
measured personality characteristics (dominance and affiliation) .Ŵ estfall experimented with automobile owners to determine if the personalities of owners of standard models, of compact models, and of convertible models varied.* Using the Thurstone Temperament Schedule as a personality measuring instrument, he found little difference between the owners of compact and standard models, but discovered^ that convertible owners are more active, vigorous, impulsive, dominant, and social, yet less stable and less reflective than the other two groups of owners.
The results of these and similar studies demonstrate the existence of some relationship between personalities of the consumers and the products they consume.' Yet the results indicate as well the limitations of our understanding of this relationship. Because of the limited results produced by these and similar studies, further refinements'in the theoretical foundations may be necessary to provide useful insights.
Personality, Product Image, and the Consumption of Goods
A further refinement in the attempt to relate personality and purchases was the advancement of the assumption that consumer buying behavior is determined by the interaction of the buyer's personality and the image of the purchased product. Pierre Martineau, a strong advocate of this position, argued that the product or brand image ii a symbol of the buyer's personality.^ In later work, Walter A. Woods identified various types of consumers and the importance of the symbolic content of the product to the purchase. Woods asserted that where ego-involvement with the product is high, product image is important to the consumer.'Â long similar lines, Duesenberry advanced the idea that the act of consumption as symbolic behavior may be more important to the individual than the benefits provided by the functioning of the product purchased.8 The relationship of product image and personality was further substantiated by a recent study that found a low, but statistically significant, correlation between the masculinity of cigarette smokers and the perceived masculinity of the brand they consumed.® Though meaningful, the early work has not developed the theoretical relationships between the personality of the individual and the product image. To be useful as a guide to marketing decision-making and research, the variables of the buyer's personality and the image of the purchased products need to be organized into a conceptual totality that will allow relevant material to be systemized, classified, and interrelated. Further, the conceptual interrelationship of these variables should be arranged and developed in such a manner that the why of the interrelationship is explained. Exposure of all the elements of the theory to critical evaluation should encourage testing of hypotheses, followed by improvement (re-testing of theory) so that more informed judgments can be made relative to the marketing value of the approach.
Self-Theory and Consumer Behavior
A more specific means of developing a theoretical approach to consumer behavior is to link the psychological construct of an individual's self-concept with the symbolic value of the goods purchased in the marketplace. The concept of the self is more restricted than personality, which facilitates measurement and centers on the critical element of how the individual perceives himself.^'' Further, use of self-theory allows application of the behavioral concept of symbolic interaction; this provides meaning to the association of an individual's buying behavior with his self-concept.
Self-Theory
Self-theory has been the subject of much psychological and sociological theorizing and empirical research with the accompanying development of a rather large body of assumptions and empirical data.ii The available knowledge strongly supports the role of the self-concept as a partial determinant of human behavior and, therefore, represents a promising area for marketing research.
Current theory and research places emphasis on the concept of the self as an object which is perceived by the individual. The self is what one is aware of, one's attitudes, feelings, perceptions, and evaluations of oneself as an object.^-The self represents a totality which becomes a principal value around which life revolves, something to be safeguarded and, if possible, to be made still more valuable.i-^ An individual's evaluation of himself will greatly influence his behavior, and thus, the more valued the self, the more organized and consistent becomes his behavior.
The Self and the Interaction Process
The self develops not as a personal, individual process, but it evolves through the process of social experience. From the reactions of others, man develops his self-perception. According to Rogers:
A portion of the total perceptual fleld gradually becomes differentiated as the self ... as a result of the interaction with the environment, and particularly as a result of evaluational interactions with others, the structure of the self is formed--an organized, fluid, but consistent conceptual pattern of perceptions of characteristics and relationships of the 'I' or the 'me' together with values attached to these concepts.i* Since the self-concept grows out of the reactions of parents, peers, teachers, and signiflcant others, self-enhancement will depend upon the reactions of 10 E. Earl Baughman and George Schlager Welsh, Per- those people. Recognition and reinforcing reactions from these persons will further strengthen the conception the individual has of himself. Thus, the individual will strive to dii'ect his behavior to obtain a positive reaction from his significant references.
Context of the Interaction Process
The interaction process does not take place in a vacuum; the individuals are affected both by the environmental setting and the "personal attire" of each involved individual. Therefore, the individual will strive to control these elements to facilitate proper interpretations of his performance.i^ Items of the environmental setting or the personal attire become the tools or a means of goal accomplishment for individuals in the interaction process.
Goods as Symbols
A more meaningful way of understanding the role of goods as social tools is to regard them as symbols serving as a means of communication between the individual and his signiflcant references. Defined as "things which stand for or express something else," symbols should be thought of as unitary characters composed of signs and their meanings.^* If a symbol is to convey meaning it must be identified by a group with which the individual is associated whether the group consists of two people or an entire society, and the symbol must communicate similar meaning to all within the group. The nature of goods as symbols has been attested quite adequately by Veblen,!'^ Duesenberry,i8 and
Symbols and Behavior
If a product is to serve as a symbolic communicative device it must achieve social recognition, and the meaning associated with the product must be clearly established and understood. by related segments of society. This process is in reality a classification process where one object is placed in relation to other objects basic to society.
The necessity for any group to develop a common or shared terminology leads to an important consideration; the direction of activity depends upon the particular way that objects are classiClassification systems are society's means of or- ganizing and directing their activities in an orderly and sensible manner. A prime example of symbolic classification and consumer behavior is fashion. If a particular style becomes popular, behavior of a segment of society will be directed toward the purchase and use of items manifesting this style. As the fashion declines in popularity, the group will discontinue purchase of these items and may reject the use of the remaining portion of previous purchases. Thus, an act of classification not only directs action, but also arouses a set of expectations toward the object classified. Individuals purchase the fashion item because of their feelings about what the item will do for them. The essence of the object resides not in the object but in the relation between the object and the individuals classifying the object.
Classification and symbolism become means of communication and of directing or influencing behavior. If a common symbol exists for two or more people, then the symbol should bring forth a similar response in each, and therefore members of a group can use the symbol in their behavior pattern. Further, the symbolic social classification of a good allows the consumer to relate himself directly to it, matching his self-concept with the meaning of the good. In this way self-support and self-enhancement can take place through association with goods which have a desirable social meaning and from the favorable reaction of significant references in the social interaction process.
Goods and Self-enhancement
The purchase and consumption of goods can be self-enhancing in two ways. First, the self-concept of an individual will be sustained and buoyed if he believes the good he has purchased is recognized publicly and classified in a manner that supports and matches his self-concept. While self-enhancement results from a personal, internal, intra-action process, the effect on the individual is ultimately dependent upon the product's being a publicly-recognized symbol. Because of their recognized meaning, public symbols elicit a reaction from the individual that supports his original self-feelings. Self-enhancement can oceur as well in the interaction process. Goods as symbols serve the individual, becoming means to cause desired reactions from other individuals.
These two means of self-enhancement are represented in diagrammatic form in Figure 1 .
Individual A purchases and uses symbol X which has intrinsic and extrinsic value as a means of selfenhancement. (Symbol X could include a purchase of a certain product type such as a swimming pool; purchase of a specific brand such as a Pontiac GTO; or a purchase from a specific store or distributive outlet.) The intrinsic value is indicated by the double-headed arrow a, while the extrinsic values are indicated by the arrows b, c, and d. use of symbol X, an individual is communicating with himself; he is transferring the socially attributed meanings of symbol X to himself. This internal, personal communication process with symbol X becomes a means of enhancing his valued self-concept. An example of this situation is the individual who owns and uses a standard 1300 series Volkswagen. He may perceive himself as being thrifty, economical, and practical; and by using the Volkswagen, which has a strong image of heing thrifty, economical, and practical, the individual achieves internal self-enhancement. This private and individual symbolic interpretation is largely dependent on one's understanding of the meaning associated with the product. Though the individual may treat this process in a private manner, he has learned the symbolic meaning from public sources. By presenting Symbol X to Audience B, which may consist of one or more individuals from parents, peers, teachers, or significant others, the individual is communicating with them. Double-headed arrows b and c indicate that in presenting Symbol X to Audience B, Individual A is attributing meaning to it, and that in interpreting Symbol X, the relevant references in Audience B are also attributing meaning to the symbol. If Symbol X has a commonly-understood meaning between Individual A and the references of Audience B, then the desired communication can take place and the interaction process will develop as desired by A. This means the behavior of the significant references will be the desired reaction to Individual A (as shown by arrow d) and, therefore, self-enhancement will take place.
A Model of Consuming Behavior
The following qualitative model is proposed to clarify the systematic relationship between selftheory and goods as symbols in terms of consumer behavior.
Consumption of Symbols: A Means to Self-Enhancement
1. An individual does have a self-concept of himself.
2. The self-concept is of value to him. 3. Because this self-concept is of value to him, an individual's behavior will be directed toward the furtherance and enhancement of his self-concept. 4. An individual's self-concept is formed through the interaction process with parents, peers, teachers, and significant others. 5. Goods serve as social symbols and, therefore, are communication devices for the individual. 6. The use of these good-symbols communicates meaning to the individual himself and to others, causing an impact on the intra-action and/or the interaction processes and, therefore, an effect on the individual's selfconcept.
Prediction of the model:
7. Therefore, the consuming behavior of an individual will be directed toward the furthering and enhancing of his self-concept through the consumption of goods as symbols.
This model becomes the theoretical base for a conceptual means to understand consumer behavior. The self-conception approach to understanding consumer behavior is not all-inclusive but does provide a meaningful conceptual framework for the systematic ordering and comprehension of consumer behavior. Of further importance is that this model, although general, can be an aid to the marketing decision-maker and a guide for future research.
Self-Concept Theory of Behavior and Marketing Research
This theoretical model can and should be used as a guide for further research. As Myers and Reynolds state, "We need to know a good deal more about the matching process and the conditions under which it does and does not occur.''-^ Opportunity and need exist for both theoretical and applied research.
Further research is needed in terms of specific consumer decision situations to determine to what extent self-enhancement involves a conformity concept or an ideal self-image concept. For example, are consumers, through their consuming behavior and the interaction process, seeking support for their self-concept as they now perceive themselves, or are they seeking reactions that will promote the attainment of a more ideal self? For the average person, self-concept and self-ideal overlap to a large extent, although in specific circumstances one or the other could be the chief motivator of behavior.^2 This information is of central importance to help management evolve promotional efforts that either support the self-concepts of consumers as they now are or as they would like to be.
Useful results will be obtained from well-designed research pertaining to the present and desired symbolic content of products, brands, or stores, and how these symbolic meanings can be related to the selfconcepts of present and potential users. Success or failure of a product often depends upon the social classification given to the product. Therefore, it is vital that the firm identify those specific products where the symbolic meaning of the product and its relation to the self-concept of the purchaser are active influences in the consumer decision process.
Self-Concept Theory of Behavior and Marketing Management
Firms can and should identify and/or segment their markets in terms of differentiated self-concepts. Recent research has indicated significant differences in self-concepts of different consuming groups both for product classes and for different brands.23 Identification of self-concept segments may be a key element in the determination of marketing strategy and how, where, and to whom the exact tactics should be directed to achieve the desired goals.
Of real importance to the success of a brand of product is the development of a commonly understood symbolic meaning for the product. This means that management of a firm should carefully control the marketing of a product so that the relevant segments of the market properly classify the product and, therefore, behave toward the product in the manner desired by the marketer. Through product design, pricing, promotion, and distribution the firm must communicate to the market the desired clues for consumer interpretation and, therefore, develop the desired symbolic meaning for the brand.
Summary
From a review of the literature of the behavioral sciences, the authors have developed a more complete theory of consumer behavior based upon self-theory and symbolism. This theory can serve as a theoretical foundation for understanding and predicting consumer market behavior, with particular emphasis on its role as the guide for research and decisionmaking.
The hypothesis presented by the authors stresses the role of the image an individual has of himself as a motivator of human behavior in the marketplace. Because the self-concept is of value and of central importance to the individual, he will direct his behavior to maintain and enhance his self-concept. The self-concept is formed in the interaction process between the individual and others; therefore, the individual will strive for self-enhancement in the interaction process. Of prime importance is the fact that the interaction process will be affected by the "tools" used by individuals and their significant references. Many of these tools are consumer goods, serving as symbolic communication devices. By carefully using goods as symbols, the individual communicates meaning about himself to his references, which causes a desired response and has an impact on the interaction process, thus reenforcing and enhancing his self-concept. Enhancement of the self-concept can occur through an intra-action process whereby an individual communicates with himself through the medium of goods-symbols, thus supporting his self-concept. This is an internal process which takes place without specific response from others regarding a particular act. However, intra-action self-enhancement is possible only through group classification systems which bestow symbolic value upon certain goods or "tools."
The model of consuming behavior presented here is still in a theoretical state and, therefore, in need of research to refine and further substantiate its predictive value. Research is needed to determine whether and in what circumstances the motivating force is the presently held self-concept or the ideal self-concept. Basic research also is needed to determine what products have symbolic value and how this meaning is related to the consumers' selfconcepts. The advanced hypothesis is an activist theory having real value as a guide for present marketing decision-making. Marketers should consider segmenting their markets on the basis of consumer self-concepts as well as on demographic factors. Further, they must develop and direct their marketing strategy to meet the needs of these specific self-concept segments. Management would be wise to recognize that the success or failure of a product may depend upon the symbolic meaning established for that product. Significant marketing effort should be employed to ensure that the relevant segments of the market properly classify the product which in tum will tend to bring about desired consumer behavior.
•MARKETING MEMOThe Role of Marketing . . .
Marketing is the backbone of the private enterprise system. The competitive forces in the free market permit the nation's productive capacity to adapt to changing and expanding consumer requirements. It is in the marketplace that the customer exercises his economic sovereignty, the alternative being an increase in government control. Unquestionably, technological breakthroughs in design and production are essential to the system: nevertheless, it is only through competitive marketing that goods and services are provided in wider selections, in ever more suitable quaUty, and at prices and financing means that make them available to large masses of people whenever desired.
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